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An effective Personal Tutoring Scheme (PTS) is a crucial part of the strategy to support students’ progression and success rates in Higher Education institutions. This study investigated students’ expectations and perceptions of the PTS in a post-1992 university in the UK. Data collection was achieved through a survey completed by 1,078 students from all Faculties and was used to assess trends and factors affecting students’ expectations and perceptions of the PTS. Results indicated that there is a gap between students’ expectations and perceptions, but that in comparison to previous literature this gap seems to be reducing. Unsurprisingly, frequency and regularity of meetings are linked with the development of a relationship with the Personal Tutor (PT) and a higher level of satisfaction. Higher Education institutions still have further work to do to close the gap between students’ expectations and perceptions; however, the results of this study indicate that this work is currently being undertaken.
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years there has been an increasing pressure on Higher Education (HE) institutions to ensure student retention (Tight, 2019) and, more generally, to enhance the student experience. These pressure points have various sources including the growing numbers of students and the increased diversity of the student body. Additionally, the large fee cap rise during the last decade (Bates and Kaye, 2014) led students, and families, to make a larger investment when they enter HE; they therefore seek a low risk return, i.e. a university with low drop-out rates (Simpson, 2006).
Another factor contributing to attrition rates is the mental health of students. A large-scale study was conducted in the UK in 2018, which assessed the prevalence of mental health disorders in students (Pereira, et al., 2019). Results showed that more than one in five students had a diagnosed mental health disorder; and one in three had experienced a serious psychological issue for which they needed professional help (Pereira, et al., 2019). Mental health disorders, such as depression and anxiety, can affect students’ academic work (Gorczynski et al., 2017). The concerns regarding the mental well-being and health of university students have grown more serious due to the social distancing and the remote working during the SARS-Covid-19 pandemic (Defeyter et al., 2021). Without the right support systems in place, university students are more likely to withdraw from their course. Studies strongly support the ability of the relationship between the Personal Tutor (PT) and student to positively influence the student experience, which subsequently improves student retention (Yale, 2019).
For these reasons it has become essential for HE institutions in the UK to invest in developing and maintaining a high-quality Personal Tutoring Scheme (PTS) (Simpson, 2006). Having a well-established PTS embedded in the institutions’ policies ensures that students feel seen and supported (Owen, 2002). A key scope of the PTS is also fostering a sense of belonging and evidence suggests this is the most important factor related to student retention in HE (McFarlane, 2016; Grey and Osborne, 2018).
There is a limited body of literature on the topic of PTS in HE in the UK (Lochtie et al., 2018), especially of studies pertaining to students’ perspective and expectations of the PTS (Braine and Parnell, 2011).
Background
In 1996, The Higher Education Quality Council for England (HEQC) emphasized the need for student support in the form of PTs within HE due to the massification of the student body (Owen, 2002). In 2002, the Department for Education and Skills made it their target to ensure the retention of more students within HE (Wilcox et al., 2005). The large fee cap increase from £3,000 to £9,000 in 2012 sparked much discussion and change in HE, resulting in a shift in focus to ensure a more personalized learning experience for students (Lochtie et al., 2018). The introduction of the Office for Students (OfS) and the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) by the Higher Education and Research Act (2017), which focus on student retention and satisfaction (Lochtie et al., 2018), puts further pressure on HE institutions to ensure a high-quality university experience for all students.
Higher Education Services and Students’ Satisfaction
There are a number of services that are offered by universities that can affect the students’ satisfaction including physical/facilitating goods, explicit services and implicit services. Lectures, tutorials, presentation slides and Supplementary Materials are amongst the facilitating goods while the staff experience, teaching ability and knowledge are examples of explicit services. Implicit services include staff friendliness, availability, approachability and care for students (Douglas et al., 2006). The foundation of the PTS is based on the implicit services and can have an impact on the students’ satisfaction. Quality of Higher Education is based on the students’ perception of the overall service they receive during their course time Hill (1995). Perception about a service or a product is strongly linked to satisfaction and loyalty of the customers towards this service or product Browne et al. (1998) and Guolla (1999).
There are a number of tools that are used to measure satisfaction. SERVQUAL scale is a tool that was developed by Parasuramanet al. (1988). Parasuramanet defined the service quality “as a form of attitude, related but not equivalent to satisfaction, and results from comparison of expectations with perceptions of performance”. In other words, the difference between what the student is expecting to receive and what the student actually receives will define the quality of the course for this student. Therefore, the level of student’s satisfaction is shaped by the gap between what the student expects and what perceives. Sherry et al. (2004) used SERVQUAL scale to assess the perception of business students of the services provided by New Zealand Tertiary institute. A questionnaire made of 20 questions that covered 5 dimensions; Tangibles, Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance and Empathy was used. Using SERVQUAL scale have showed that there was a significance difference between students’ expectation and perceptions. Also, the perceptions between international and local students services were different, with international students having a lower perception compared to local.
The Importance of Personal Tutoring Schemes
It is well documented that undergraduates face many challenges, which may lead to withdrawal from their course. Therefore, a functional PTS providing suitable support is necessary to assist with retaining students (Braine and Parnell, 2011), especially in the current competitive economic market. HE institutions invest considerable resources on marketing and it is therefore in their best interest to ensure that students are happy, successful and retained (Owen, 2002). Additionally, there is a moral responsibility of providing students with academic as well as pastoral support, due to transitioning into HE being a major life change and a considerable commitment of 3 years or more (Owen, 2002). A PTS ensures that students have access to the wide range of other support services provided by the institution (such as finance, mental health and disability support, careers advice, etc.) and that their academic progress and personal development are tracked by a staff member (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013).
The Multifaceted Role of a Personal Tutor
It is important for HE institutions to acknowledge that personal and external factors have a direct impact on students’ academic performance and therefore students require pastoral and academic support (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013). The PT has a multifaceted role and, over the years, the literature has suggested some examples of roles: providing advice and support on academic matters as well as pastoral care in terms of listening, giving advice, and solving problems on personal issues; encouraging and supporting student’s personal development; acting as a link between the university and the student, facilitating a sense of belonging for the student; referring students to appropriate university services; building rapport with the student and creating a friendship; and helping students build employability skills and give advice on career progression. (Malik, 2000; Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013; Ross et al., 2014; Lochtie et al., 2018). PTs also play a key role in the social integration of students into HE institutions (Wilcox et al., 2005). This is especially important in the first year of study because transition into HE is complex (Chanock et al., 2012) and can cause emotional difficulties for students (Small, 2013).
The first year of study is a crucial point for the PTS, especially because it has been documented that the highest drop-out rate is within the first year of study (Owen, 2002). The transition into HE is incredibly stressful; this is particularly due to the number of changes that students go through in a short period of time. Many students leave their family homes to live closer to their chosen institution; they must therefore deal with taking care of themselves (possibly for the first time), learning to navigate a new city and having less physical support from their families. The institution itself is a whole new environment with new people (friends and lecturers) from a variety of backgrounds. These big changes can cause much emotional stress; however, developing a supportive relationship with a PT can help the students adapt to their new environment and develop a sense of belonging, thus easing their transition (Chanock et al., 2012; Small, 2013). Forming this positive relationship with a PT in the first year of study has been linked to higher retention rates (Yale, 2017). HE institutions can encourage the formation of this relationship by embedding a compulsory PTS in an accredited module in the first year of study (Foundation and/or Year 1).
Students’ Expectations of a Personal Tutoring Scheme
While there is a consensus on the core values and skills that a PT should possess to be successful (Lochtie et al., 2018), PTs are generally expected to be trustworthy, open, available, knowledgeable, approachable, kind, patient, to mention few attributes (Hughes, 2004). Students generally expect these qualities in their PT; the most important features being support (Small, 2013) and a meaningful relationship with their PT (Malik, 2000; Small, 2013; Ross, et al., 2014). There is compelling evidence from the literature that the key to success of a PTS is the development of a strong PT-student relationship (Malik, 2000; Hughes, 2004; Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013; Ross, et al., 2014). When students feel supported and develop a friendship with their PT they then choose to meet more frequently with their PT (Small, 2013). Students want to feel that they belong (Ross, et al., 2014; Yale, 2019), are valued and respected (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Ross, et al., 2014). They expect this relationship to have a human side where they are recognised as a person by somebody with genuine interest and compassion (Ross, et al., 2014); somebody they can trust and have a genuine rapport with (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Ross, et al., 2014). The timing and regularity of the contact are also important contributing factors to the success of building this relationship (Ross, et al., 2014; Yale, 2019). Additionally, students have also been reported to prefer having their PT as a lecturer to get familiar with them in other ways (Owen, 2002). Some students have reported to feel more comfortable approaching their PT if they know them from lectures and that routine meetings with their PT and having the same PT throughout their time at university would be a great advantage (Owen, 2002). These are important points, which we explored to a further extent in this work. We argue the creation of a relationship between the student and the PT is as important as fragile; any attempt to embed the PTS in the taught material, for example by means of getting PTs to mark their own tutees work is risky and could be counterproductive.
Two of the most important characteristics of a PT are approachability and availability (Braine and Parnell, 2011) as these are vital to building a meaningful relationship (Owen, 2002). However, it has been found that students are more likely to approach their PT with academic rather than pastoral issues; this is especially true if the PT marks their assessments (Small, 2013). In a study conducted by Malik (2000) nearly half of the students stated that personal challenges were affecting their academic work, but they were unlikely to approach a PT regarding these issues. Certain students are reluctant to approach their PT because they perceive them as too busy and unavailable (Yale, 2019); they worry they will burden the PTs who already have heavy workloads (Owen, 2002). Students also express concern as to whether their PT is friendly (Yale, 2019).
This investigation aimed at evaluating the students’ expectations and perceptions of the current PTS at a post-1992 university in the UK. Analysis of trends and evaluation of various factors contributing to the expectations and perceptions of students was carried out. The overarching research question is: “are students’ expectations matched by the experienced level of provided support?”. In the light of the previously describe literature, we explore the potential existence of such a gap by evaluating different parameters that have been linked to satisfaction, retention, engagement and belonging. These aspects include characteristics of the PTs, the number frequency of meetings, whether PTs should be directly involved in summative assessments/marking, and general demographic data, including nature of course and level of studies.
METHODOLOGY
Research Tool and Study Design
In order to obtain information about the students’ expectations and perceptions of the PTS, a quantitative approach of data collection was undertaken. A survey was created using SurveyMonkey® online Supplementary Appendix S1, which contained 23 questions including 14 closed-ended questions, 8 combination questions (with a variable that allowed the students to elaborate), one open-ended question and an additional comments section. Therefore, the study was, by design, of a quantitative nature and little qualitative information was collected.
In order to identify the gap between students’ perceptions and expectation about the PT characteristics, a SERVQUAL model was used. One question asked about the expected characteristics of the PT while another question asked about the student’s experience with the characteristic of the allocated PT. PT’s characteristic included empathy, responsiveness, availability, friendliness, approachability, being non-judgemental, supportive, caring, knowledgeable and proactive.
In order to assess the perceptions of the students about the PTS, Likert scale questions were used to ask about the trust they built with their personal tutor, level of support from the PT, help they get from the PT to develop employability skills, transferable skills and CV.
To explore if students’ demographics play a role on their perceptions, the last section of the survey was designed to collate information about the students’ ethnicity, age, gender, entry qualifications, course and level of study.
The survey results were collected between 15 April and June 19, 2020. This survey was reviewed and approved by the Ethics committee of the same post-1992 institution.
Participants
The survey was sent to 1,350 students in all faculties and 1,078 students completed and returned it, giving a response rate of 79.9%. Participation in the survey was anonymous and voluntary. The demographics of the students who completed the survey are displayed in Table 1.
TABLE 1 | Demographics of the students who completed the survey.
[image: Table 1]Data Analysis
The data was analysed using IBM® SPSS® Statistics. Chi-square test of independence was used to evaluate statistical significance between cross-tabbed results. Independent samples T-tests were used to compare the mean Likert scale scores between two independent groups. One-way ANOVA tests were used to compare mean Likert scale scores between more than two independent groups. Kruskal-Wallis H tests were used to evaluate qualitative data more meaningfully by converting it to numerical format. A 95% confidence interval was used for all analyses.
RESULTS
Frequency and Nature the Personal Tutor Meeting
A strong PT-student relationship is linked to frequent and regular meetings (Malik, 2000). Figure 1 shows that majority of the surveyed students (67.4%; n = 727) have met at least 2 times with their personal tutor. Around 30% of the students did not meet with their PT or met only once.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Number of times students met with their Personal Tutors during the academic year 2019–20.
In order to assess students’ overall satisfaction with the PTS based on the compulsory nature of the PT meetings, a Likert scale showed that the mean score for students who had compulsory meetings was significantly higher than those who selected “no” or “not sure”, thus demonstrating compulsory meetings lead to more satisfied students. Possibly by formalising the PTS into a compulsory module, students are more likely to understand the value of the PTS and reap the benefits of having a PT, leading to improved satisfaction with the PTS.
Following from this, it was found the majority of the students (59.3%, n = 639) believed that meetings with their PT should be compulsory. When cross-analysing this finding with whether the PT meetings were compulsory it was observed that students tend to stick with what they know based on their experiences (Table 2). Most students who had compulsory PT meetings agreed that meetings should be compulsory (73.0%; n = 279), whereas students who did not have compulsory meetings were more likely to agree that compulsory meetings were unnecessary (53.2%; n = 176).
TABLE 2 | Cross-analysis to explore students’ preferences regarding whether PTS meetings should be compulsory.
[image: Table 2]As the involvement of PTs in the marking of assessments has been implemented in some institutions. This approach was explored in our study and the student surveyed were asked if any of their assessments are marked by their PTs and if they think some assessments should be linked to the PTS. From data shown in Table 3, it is clear that most students (75%; n = 808) did not wish to have assessments linked to the PTS. The majority of the students (73.2%; n = 398), whose assessments are marked by their PT, also did not want assessments linked to the PTS.
TABLE 3 | Cross-analysis of questions regarding assessments linked to the Personal Tutoring Scheme (PTS).
[image: Table 3]In this study, students’ preferences regarding the type of meeting were also explored. One-to-one meetings were preferred by most students (56.6%; n = 610), group meetings were preferred by 18.4% (n = 198) of students whereas 25.0% (n = 270) of students had no preference.
Does Demographics Affect Engagement With the PTS?
Demographics can often have an impact on expectations and perceptions. Therefore, this data was cross-analysed with frequency of meetings and the Likert scale to establish engagement and satisfaction with the PTS based on level and course of study, gender, age, ethnicity, and disability.
Figure 2A represents the students’ population according to level of studies. Majority of the surveyed students were at year 1 and 2 (Figure 2A). Some interesting trends arose when analysis was carried out to determine the relationship between students’ level of study and the frequency of PT meetings during the academic year (Figure 2B). A Kruskal-Wallis H test showed that as students move up in level they meet more frequently with their PT. However, Year 1 is the exception to this trend: Year 1 students meet with their PT more frequently than Years 2–4.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Percentage of students in each level of study at the post-1992 university (A), frequency of meetings with a Personal Tutor (PT) based on level of study (B), Compulsory nature of PT meetings per level of study (C).
Further analysis was undertaken to understand this exception, and it was found that 42.2% (n = 152) of Year 1 students answered “Yes,” to “Are meetings with your personal tutor compulsory on your course?” whereas the students at other levels of study had substantially lower numbers answering “Yes” to the same question (Figure 2C).
Despite definitively knowing that PT meetings were not compulsory, most of these students (71.9%, n = 238) still met with their PT at least once. This was also the case of students who were unsure (78.4%, n = 286). This is a significant majority and indicates that the University is effectively communicating with the students about the PTS.
Analysis was conducted to explore potential differences in engagement with the PTS based on faculty/course studied. From Figure 3A it can be observed that the Science, Engineering and Computing (SEC) faculty had the lowest student engagement with the PTS compared to the school of art or faculty of Business and Social Sciences (BSS). This was confirmed by a Kruskal-Wallis H test (Appendix L2) which indicated that students in SEC had a significantly lower engagement with the PTS compared with the other three faculties. To explore this dynamic further, the faculties were cross-tabbed with the compulsory nature of the PTS (Figure 3B), and it was found that fewer students in SEC had compulsory PT meetings. HSCE (Health, Social Care and Education) students had the highest percentage (43.0%; n = 108) of students having compulsory PT meetings (Figure 3B); and correspondingly had the highest Kruskal-Wallis H test score for frequency of PT meetings.
[image: Figure 3]FIGURE 3 | Frequency of meetings with a Personal Tutor (PT) based on Faculty/course group (A), Compulsory nature of Personal Tutor (PT) meetings per Faculty/course group (B).
Expectations vs. Experience
To assess this gap students were asked which characteristics they expected in a PT and which characteristics best described their PT. The characteristics investigated were “empathetic, responsive, available, friendly, approachable, non-judgmental, supportive, caring, knowledgeable, and proactive”. Students could select as many variables as applied. They also had the opportunity to add characteristics of their choice they expected and experienced. Figure 4 represents the Differences between the characteristics students expected and what they experienced in their PT were identified in this study and are shown in Figure 4, which clearly shows students had higher expectations of their PTs compared with what they experienced. This difference was especially significant for expectations of supportiveness (20.5% difference), approachability (19.4% difference), and availability (15.6% difference) of PTs.
[image: Figure 4]FIGURE 4 | Characteristics of a Personal Tutor (PT) that students expected compared with what they experienced.
DISCUSSION
It is well documented that undergraduates face many challenges which may lead to withdrawal from their elected course. Therefore, a functional PTS providing suitable support is necessary to assist with retaining students (Braine and Parnell, 2011). HE institutions have invested in developing PTS to provide both academic and pastoral support to the students (Owen, 2002). The post-1992 university runs a PTS and use different channels to communicate the scheme to the new and current students.
Around 46.0% (n = 496) of the surveyed students knew about the PTS in the early days of their course as it was introduced to them during Induction (week 0). While 21.3% (n = 230) being contacted and informed by their assigned PT and 16.3% 176) reading about it on the university portal. However, 9.1% (n = 98) of students selected “Other”, to which they had to specify.
Most of the qualitative responses to “Other” were that students did not know about the PTS and that they had a PT until they received the survey. One student included the following statement:
“The personal tutoring scheme was non-existent throughout the course until 3rd year. 2nd year a tutor did email me but I didn’t know who it was and I never ended up meeting them. I wasn’t sure what they were meant to do either."
Early communication about the PTS and its usefulness to every student is essential; however, a proactive PT also goes a long way to aid communication of the PTS and inevitably facilitates the overall success of the PTS. Some students felt uncomfortable in approaching their PTs and believed that the PT should initiate contact. There is a direct link between PTs being proactive and the success of the PTS (Malik, 2000). PTs who seek out their tutees and actively invite them to social and academic activities help students to foster a sense of belonging, build a relationship, and aid progression (Malik, 2000).
Universities and HE providers expect students to engage in the PTS because of the level of support they receive and to enable them to reap the benefits of the scheme. In the current study, majority of surveyed students (67.4%; n = 727) had met with their PT on two or more occasions during the academic year (Figure 2); this is an encouraging finding, despite the concerning 17.7% (n = 191) reporting to not have met with their PT. As evident from qualitative analysis of responses, either students were not aware of the PTS or felt uncomfortable making initial contact and expected the PT to contact them. There are also concerns regarding the minority of students who met with their PT once (14.8%; n = 160). After an initial meeting the students might have expected that it is the PT’s responsibility to arrange follow-up meetings (Malik, 2000). Another possibility is that after the first meeting the student was unhappy with their PT (perhaps they did not display the characteristics that they expected) and therefore did not initiate any further contact. A solution for low engagement is a proactive PT–which is often what students expect.
In terms of the type of meeting with the PTs, majority of the surveyed students (56.6%; n = 610) preferred one-to-one meeting, over group meetings which were selected by 18.4% (n = 198) of students. Interestingly, it was found that males (63.6%; n = 185) especially preferred one-to-one meetings when compared with females (54.0%; n = 425).
Despite a low number of students (18.4%; n = 198) preferring group meetings, there are several advantages to having group tutorials. Group tutorial sessions allow students to form friendships with each other and develop a network (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013). Having friends and a good network enhances the feeling of supportiveness in HE, which in turn cultivates a sense of belonging (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013).
The transition into HE is a stressful time for students and developing a relationship with someone who works at the institution can go a long way help foster a sense of belonging (Small, 2013). Students may not automatically associate the PTS with a smoother transition into HE. It would therefore be of benefit to have compulsory PT meetings in the first year of study whereby the institution can demonstrate the benefits of the PTS and aid student transition. This was adopted as a strategy by some departments at this post-1992 institution, as demonstrated by the higher rate of compulsory PT meetings in Year 1. However, a lack of analogous activities was observed in the Foundation level with far fewer students having compulsory PT meetings. As a result, a large and concerning number (33.7%; n = 31) of Foundation students have not met with their PT at all. When asked whether meetings with their PT were compulsory, almost half (44.6%, n = 41) of Foundation year students answered “Not sure”, and only 29.3% (n = 27) answered “Yes” compared with 42.2% (n = 152) of Year 1 students (Figure 4). As engagement of Year 1 students with the PTS is being facilitated in certain courses by having compulsory PT meetings, the same approach could be considered for Foundation students in an effort to help ease the burden of transition into HE for these students, in combination with or to make up for the lack of PTS activities embedded in the curriculum.
Students associate assessments with anxiety and fear of failure (Kivunja, 2015) and getting PTs to mark their tutees’ assessments may create unnecessary stress. As the involvement of PTs in the marking of assessments has been explored as a strategy to both reduce marking loads on specific members of staff and to facilitate the creation of the tutor-student relationship, the relationship between assessments being marked by PTs and students’ preferences were explored. The creation of the PT-student relationship requires effort and time; its creation is considered of importance to improve the chances of progression and engagement. The involvement of PTs in the marking/assessment of students work might adversely affect that delicate PT-student relationship, in turn having a detrimental effect on all the positive aspects the PTS aims at creating.
The post-1992 university, which this project was conducted at, is divided into four faculties: Science and Engineering (SEC), Health and Social Care (HSCE), Arts, and Business Studies (BSS). The largest number of respondents were from Science and Engineering (39.8%) whereas Business Studies were at 11.7%. age group, Analysis was conducted to explore potential differences in engagement with the PTS based on subject area of study. A Kruskal-Wallis H test indicated students in science had a significantly lower engagement with the PTS compared with the other three faculties. To explore this dynamic further, the faculties were cross-tabbed with the compulsory nature of the PTS, and it was found that fewer students in science had compulsory PT meetings. Health and Social Science students had the highest percentage (43.0%; n = 108) of students having compulsory PT meetings and correspondingly had the highest Kruskal-Wallis H test score for frequency of PT meetings. This indicates that the nature of the course of studies might affect engagement with the PTS.
A higher number of female participants (73%; n = 787) was observed among the respondents. It was found that a higher percentage of female met more frequently with their PTs than male students. Correspondingly, male students were also more likely to have not met with their PT during the academic year (male: 23.7%; n = 69; female: 15.5%; n = 122). This finding suggests that females are more inclined to seek support than males. However, in terms of overall satisfaction with the PTS, no significant difference between the genders was found (p > 0.05). Interestingly though, a significant difference was found between the two defined genders in terms of preferred meeting types. With male students (63.6%; n = 185) preferring one-to-one meetings significantly more than female students (54.0%; n = 425); as well as fewer male students (13.4%; n = 39) preferring group meetings than female students (20.2%; n = 159). These results may suggest that more males tend to prefer to keep their support needs private.
In terms of the age group, there does appear to be a general trend in the data indicating that mature students are more likely to meet more frequently with their PT. However, the p value is over 0.05, therefore this finding is not significant. A one-way ANOVA was performed to assess if there was any significant difference in satisfaction with the PTS between the different age groups; but no significant difference was found.
In order to evaluate potential differences in ethnicity, two variables were formed based on the definition of BME, i.e. black and minority ethnic groups/all non-white ethnic groups (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020). The respondents were grouped and analysed as white (39%; n = 423) and non-white (61%; n = 655). Over the past 10 years, the number of BME students in HE is increasing and it is well reported there is a differential outcome in curriculum progression and employment between BME and white students. The causes and factors were explored in HEFCE report in 2015 (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). Moreover, previous literature states that non-traditional students find the transition to HE more difficult and they are more hesitant to approach their PT, thus leading to higher withdrawal rates (Small, 2013). However, this is not evident in the current study as no significant difference was found between BME and white students in terms of engagement and in overall satisfaction with the PTS.
The effect of declared disability on the engagement in the PTS was also explored. One eighth of students (12.5%; n = 135) considered themselves to have a disability. The two most common disabilities reported were mental health concerns (including depression and anxiety) and dyslexia. No significant difference in engagement with the PTS was found, instead a significant difference (p = 0.046) in satisfaction with the PTS was found. Disabled students scored a lower number on the Likert scale regarding overall satisfaction leading to the conclusion that disabled students are generally less satisfied with the PTS. Considering that the most commonly reported disability was a mental health problem such as depression or anxiety, these results could suggest that the PTs did not have a good understanding of such issues, hence raising questions on how the institution has prepared and trained members of staff in dealing with mental health issues.
Student experience is influenced by their expectations (Yale, 2019); however, there is a gap between what students expect from a PTS and what they experience (Yale, 2017). Looking at Figure 4, there was a significant difference between students’ perception and expectations of supportiveness (20.5% difference), approachability (19.4% difference), and availability (15.6% difference) of their PTs. There are several factors contributing to this drop from expectations to experiences. Most students would have started HE directly after some form of secondary school, which is characterized by a supportive learning environment with approachable teachers whose main function is to guide and support their students (Noddings, 2003). Unlike lecturers who have several roles and functions at a university, school teachers’ main focus is the well-being of their students (Stewart, 2016), which is facilitated by smaller classes size. Students entering HE may expect a similar culture. Another important factor associated with higher expectations is the high tuition fees paid by students (Bates and Kaye, 2014). By paying such high fees students become customers who expect value for money (Marcus and Fearn, 2008) and value, from a student’s perspective, is a high level of support (Bates and Kaye, 2014). In addition, HE has become an incredibly competitive marketplace in recent years resulting in aggressive marketing with over-promising prospectuses and other promotional information resulting in high student expectations (Marcus and Fearn, 2008).
Qualitative analysis of comments identified a common theme: students expected their PTs to make the initial contact. The following comments by two students show examples of this trend:
“My personal tutor never made any contact with me. I’m extremely disappointed”
“Personal tutor has never contacted me; I didn’t feel comfortable approaching him as we had never met.”
This same mindset of students was also reported by Malik (2000). The second student comment above describes a potential reason for this attitude–some students may feel uncomfortable approaching their PT or making initial contact, especially if they do not know who the person is (for example if they do not have their PT as a lecturer).
CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS
The data reported by the current study indicate that there is a gap between students’ expectations and their experiences of the PTS; however, this gap appears to be reducing, based on comparison with previous literature. Most of the students at the post-1992 university engaged with the PTS and were generally satisfied with the PTS. The majority of the students who did not engage with the PTS remarked they either were unaware of such a scheme, or they expected their PT to contact them. The latter comment shades an interesting light of students’ views about the expected availability and pro-activity of PTs.
The key to success of a PTS is the development of a strong PT-student relationship (Malik, 2000; Hughes, 2004; Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013; Ross et al., 2014). This is confirmed by this study: frequent and regular meetings are linked to the development of a robust relationship, in turn boosting overall satisfaction with the PTS. These results also strongly indicate that making the PTS compulsory (especially in Foundation and Year 1) would lead to improvement in satisfaction, which could ultimately lead to a lower rate of withdrawals.
According to this study, group tutorials do not appear to be popular. However, students should be advised on the advantages of group tutorials and encouraged to participate in them. Group tutorials can help foster a sense of belonging and help students form a network (Braine and Parnell, 2011; Small, 2013); it would therefore be useful to integrate group tutorials into the PTS, especially in the first year of study to aid the transition into HE.
The data showed that there was no BME gap in terms of engagement and satisfaction with the PTS as suggested by previous literature. However, there was evidence indicating a difference in satisfaction rates between students with disabilities to those without disabilities. Considering that most students who consider themselves to have a disability stated that they had a mental health problem, this gap in satisfaction might be addressed by training the PTs on mental health issues.
There are a number of limitations to this study. Majority of the collated data were quantitative data and only one open-ended question was used and this limited the ability of the participants to express themselves and also limited the ability of the authors to explore new and unexpected insights that might affect the students’ engagement in the PTS. For instance, it would have been interesting to explore the reasons behind preferring compulsory PT sessions by some students and the reasons students provided for not meeting with their tutor. The paper was conducted by insider researchers who are familiar with the institution and settings; this helped the research group to achieve high response rate by tailoring the results collection strategy. To avoid such limitations, the research group recruited participants across the whole university and did not limit it to the school where the researchers work to minimize any bias.
Recommendations
The results of this study denote students have expectations of a PTS in HE higher than what they currently experience. The HE landscape is a fast paced, evolving environment and institutions ought to provide students with clearer policies and guidance on the functions of the PTS (Braine and Parnell, 2011), making it clearer as to how they can benefit from it. HE institutions ought to invest time and resources into managing students’ expectations of the PTS, especially in Foundation and Year 1 (Bates and Kaye, 2014) where drop-outs are the highest. This could be achieved by embedding a PTS into first year modules.
Institutions also have the responsibility to provide training for new members of staff as well as continuous support for established lecturers (Ross, et al., 2014). Training should not only focus on the core values of PTs, but should also provide PTs with modern tools in mental health and well-being awareness so that PTs are better equipped to support the modern students. Concomitantly, it would wise for institutions to foster a culture of reward and shape the way to future practice by rewarding members of staff who excel in student support. Ross, et al. (2014) recommends that any achievements or successes of both the student and PT should be shared and celebrated.
As unveiled by this study as well as previously reported by Malik (2000), many students do not feel comfortable making that initial contact with their PT. This issue should be addressed early: students should be advised to feel comfortable in reaching out and, equally, staff shall be trained to be more proactive in creating that link that is vital to students’ engagement and progression.
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